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The principal's role in curriculum articulation
Abstract
The current thrust for educational reform in American public schools is aimed toward efficiency,
effectiveness, and accountability within existing educational programs and practices. The situation is
escalated further as rapid development in the area of technology necessitates curriculum reform to
accommodate students• need for "new knowledge and skills" to compete in the job market of the future.
Wood, Freeland and Szabo (1985) contend that the current movement is "more on target" than past
efforts in educational reform: "Change is directed at the school and not the district or individual. The
primary means for achieving improvement in student learning is staff development. The source of
improvement is research on effective schools and effective instructional practices. Planning is proactive,
long range, and systematic" (p. 63). As educators turn to research for answers to the question of what
constitutes an effective school, the concept of "instructional articulation" has re-emerged and gained
momentum. For over a century, educators have discussed the problems resident in instructional
articulation. President Eliot of Harvard University emphasized it in discussions with his faculty in the
1880s. These early 2 discussions were directed at the transition of students from high school to college.
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The current thrust for educational reform in American
public schools is aimed toward efficiency, effectiveness,
and accountability within existing educational programs
and practices.

The situation is escalated further as

rapid development in the area of technology necessitates
curriculum reform to accommodate students• need for "new
knowledge and skills" to compete in the job market of the
future.

Wood, Freeland and Szabo (1985) contend that the

current movement is "more on target" than past efforts in
educational reform:
"Change is directed at the school and not the
district or individual.

The primary means for

achieving improvement in student learning is
staff development.

The source of improvement

is research on effective schools and effective
instructional practices.

Planning is proactive,

long range, and systematic" (p. 63).
As educators turn to research for answers to the
question of what constitutes an effective school, the
concept of "instructional articulation" has re-emerged
and gained momentum.

For over a century, educators have

discussed the problems resident in instructional articulation.
President Eliot of Harvard University emphasized it in
discussions with his faculty in the 1880s.

These early
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discussions were directed at the transition of students
from high school to college.
In more recent years, the public school system has
been the focus in talks about articulation practices.
Early attempts to address the problem at the public school
level were centered around restructuring the school organization.
The birth of the junior high school, frequently referred
to as "American's unfilled dream," was thought to be the
key to solving the transitional problems of students from
one level to the other.

With this addition to the

organizational structure, school districts established
the practice of arranging their educational programs into
three separate sequential units.

While there are a variety

of component plans used today, most districts are comprised
of an elementary level, a junior high/middle level.and a
senior high level.

Within each of these separate levels,

the programs are segmented even further into specialized
areas of study that are taught by several teachers.

Under

this arrangement, pupils are usually assigned to these
various units according to their needs and interests,.
level of maturity and stages of !Jiievement.

Theoretically,

these separate componen;ts are oai11y interlocked by a
process of "curriculum articulation" so as to provide a
meaningful and continuous flow of learning for the student
(Good, 1973).

J

Unfortunately, a comprehensive plan for curriculum
articulation has failed to materialize in many of our
school systems today.

Many educators have indicated

this lack of articulation is a major issue in improving
contemporary educational practices.

Goodlad's "Study of

Schooling" cited teachers as "isolated" and contended that
"teachers don't often come together in their schools to
discuss curricular and instructional· change" (Tye

1984, p. 319).

&

Tye,

"Isolationism is not a successful strategy

for educators if they are to plan effectively for a
productive twelve year experience for their students"
(Van Seiver, 1985, p. 106).

Further studies conducted

on such topics as curriculum guides, often cited as a
necessary device used in articulating curriculum, contend
that "they are neither used, usable nor reliable indicators
of what teachers really do in their classrooms when the
doors are shut" (English, 1986, p. 50}.

Van Seiver (1985)

further stated that "the difference in philosophies of
education practiced at flhe different level~ , coupled
with a lack of articulation between the staff members who
work in them, results in what may best be defined as
blatant educational malJ?ractice'' tp. 106).

"There is no

excuse for lack of articulation and cooperation among the
three levels.

It is the principal, however, who must
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initiate this cooperation" (Kienapfel, 1984, p. 54).
Administrative theory has long maintained that the
primary function of the school principal is instructional
leadership.

"The ability to bring about productive change

has become a major focus of the principalship" (Kersten
Sloan, 1985, p. 25).

&

Recognition of the challenges and

responsibilities in the area of articulation must receive
administrative priority.

"Until principals know exactly

what material or content their teachers are covering from
grade to grade ~nd subject to subjec!}, they can do little
to coordinate curricula" (Zenger

&

Zenger, 1984, p. 9).

Agenda for Action
The way the principal approaches a review of articulation
practices in his/her building and proceeds to expand and
improve upon these practices will be as unique as the
individuals and problems involved.

"Each school has its

own chemistry, its own set of strengths and weaknesses"
(Albrecht, 1984, p. 98).

The success of such a study will

be directly related to the commitment and involvement
displayed by the principal and his/her ability to generate
similiar devotion and enthusiasm among the staff as the
project is formulated (Kersten
•
~

&

·sioan, 1985, p. 25).

The

principal can develop interest, concern and enthusiasm
through a formal structure to study the articulation practices
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of his/her school.

As awareness, readiness and commitment

are generated, the principal and staff will need to decide
upon a workable structure for diagnosing, planning,
implementing and evaluating present practices, potential
strategies and selective changes.

This will be a continuous

process requiring organization, coordination and time
(Sparks, Nowakowski, Hall, Alec, & Imrick, 1985; Eible &
Zavarella, 1979s Weller, 1985).
As the principal and staff focus on the needs of
their school, consideration should also be given to the
needs of the district as a whole.

By definition, articulation

doesn't allow for the total autonomy of a school.

However,

a move toward improvement can be soundly rooted at the
school level.

The plan should address the coordination

and involvement of individuals throughout the entire school
district.

Research and staff development will be required

as elements in a comprehensive plan for articulation of
the curriculum.

Communication and cooperation are essential

to the success of an articulation program.

Planning should

be systematic and have elasticity so that the needed changes
become an integrated part of the curriculum process and
have a lasting effect •• A process rof evaluation and revision
incorporated into the plan's structure should insure the
long term effectiveness of the articulation program (Jwaideh,

1984; Sawyer, 1976; Weller, 1985; Zenger

&

Zenger, 1984).
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From the professional literature, a common sequence
for developing a formal curriculum articulation program
has emerged.

Each school's need to adapt the sequence

to meet its own situation is recognized.

However, for

organizational purposes in development of this paper, this
sequence shall be employed under the following headings:
1) Focusing the Issue

2) Curriculum Articulation Committee

3) Articulation Needs Assessment

4) Planning Improvements

5) Curriculum Guides and Textbooks
the Plan

6) Implementation of

7) Program Evaluation and Review.

Under these

headings, this paper shall examine selective concerns and
recommendations resident within each aspect as they relate
to the comprehensive articulation program and the principal's
role in developing such a program.
Focusing the Issue
The principal can be very influential in focusing
his/her faculty's attention on a specific theme.

Once

the need in the area of curriculum articulation has been
recognized by the principal, he/she has many avenues
available for developing interest, concern and enthusiasm.
"The attitude of the principal may be a crucial factor
in the willingness of his or her ·staff to pursue new ideas
~'i<:11'

•

and programs" (IVlcEvoy, 1987, p. 76).
In an "awareness" stage, the principal begins to
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develop readiness and commitment to curriculum articulation.
General data should be gathered through casual reading on
the subject in professional journals as well as personal
observations and discussions with his/her staff and students
concerning the curriculum.

While not "striking up a full

scale campaign" to develop an articulation program in this
stage, the principal can exercise many subtle tactics leading
up to such a venture.
As professional literature is reviewed or articles
surface through browsing in educational journals, the
principal can disseminate these materials to the faculty
in numerous ways.

Duplicating articles or writing summaries

of some articles on articulation practices for distribution
among faculty members can serve to stimulate awareness.
Likewise, teachers can be encouraged to share information
and ideas they discover regarding the subject.

The principal

can initiate conversation in the faculty lounge, during
faculty or committee meetings or during informal discussions
with individual faculty members which focus on the identified
theme (Jwaideh, 1984; McEvoy, 1987; Kersten

&

Sloan, 1985).

As an instructional leader, the principal can recognize
specific achievements ot individual teachers and label
~~

those achievements as factors fostering articulation.
Components of well articulated programs "are not novel but,
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perhaps for that reason they are often overlooked" (Sawyer,

1976, p. 176).

Through labeling the various practices,

the teacher may realize a greater need for emphasis on
that particular skill or practice.

Suggesting concepts

or practices for staff members to consider can create
awareness and encourages experimentation in developing
articulated programs.

Assistance and advice in "fine

tuning" experimental attempts should be offered in a
manner that doesn't deflate the teacher's ego.

Coordinating

efforts for a teacher to visit and observe a technique or
program of similiar characteristics in another school
should be a function of the principal.

Personal follow-up

by the principal will further enhance, promote and motivate
the teacher's interest and commitment to the articulation
process (Tye

&

Tye, 1984).

In the awareness stage, efforts may seem fragmented
and diversified.

Yet, they serve an important function.

Throughout such varied activities, focus is always directed
toward the identified theme.

Thus, the principal sets

the stage for the need to develop a structured program
as well as alerting faculty members to the complexity of
the articulation problem.
~·

•

"By focusing on themes, the

principals ••• encourage staff members to consider concepts
and practices that otherwise might not have been considered"
(McEvoy, 1987, p. 74).
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As the "awareness" stage matures, one means the
principal can use effectively to develop and coordinate
articulation efforts is to present inservice meetings on
the topic.

While inservice and staff development will

need to be integral throughout the entire articulation
process, the purpose of these early inservice meetings
should be to review district and school goals, establish
common definition for terms such as "curriculum" and
"articulation," and establish the need for a structured
articulation program.
Merenbloom (1984), Eible and Zararella (1979) and
other scholars emphasize the need for good communications
and widespread involvement of staff from the inception of
any program involving change.

Starting with a review of

the district's mission and goals provides a common ground
for all individuals involved and reminds the faculty that
their roles and classrooms are not in "isolation."
all districts have such a statement.

Almost

However, Sawyer (1976)

indicates "few classroom teachers have ever seen or read
the statement of philosophy; only in rare instances has
a building or district wide discussion of the philosophy
and its implementation been held'' (p. 174) •

,., •

Through open and honest discussions of the implementation
of the school's mission and goals, the principal may be
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able to lead faculty into the development of common
definitions for terms such as "curriculum" and "articulation."
This will help create an understanding and eliminate
confusion among the staff.

"We do not bother defining

our words; we just assume everyone else knows what we mean.
Consequently, many of us find ourselves on 'curriculum'
committees in our schools with a great deal of confusion
surrounding us" (Smith, 1984, p. 103).

With these terms

clearly defined, the principal can communicate his/her
concerns for development of these vital areas within the
school with better clarity.
Curriculum Articulation Committee
While the principal should relay his/her open and
honest concerns for development of curriculum articulation
practices within the school, precautions should be taken
in the methods used to introduce such changes.

"Evidence

overwhelmingly indicates that reforms imposed from the
top are ineffective in bringing about desired changes"
(Tye & Tye, 1984, p. 319).

An approach fostering cooperation

and collaboration between the faculty and the principal
in examining traditions and habits, identifying existing

.

assets and posing options and restaints for improvements
>_:.,:

will offer a sense of ownership to the faculty in bringing
about the needed changes.

Establishing a committee for
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development of curriculum articulation may prove to be a
desirable approach that nurtures the process (Tye

1984; Eible

&

&

Tye,

Zavarella, 1979).

The principal's role involves employment of skills
that initiate and faciliate the efforts of the committee as
Thompson and Cooley (1984) list two basic

it proceeds.

components of leadership -- "the skill to change and the
talent to motivate" (p. 2).

A principal may present facts

gathered from research and show model frameworks within
which others have similarly organized to handle such a
task.

"Principals can be the architects who bridge the

gap between prize winning research and conventional school
practices based on popular misconception" (Dunn

1986, p. 31).

&

Dunn,

After reviewing the research presented,

the faculty and the principal should proceed to adapt a
plan to meet their own situation.
The composition of the development committee will vary
with each school.

The primary function of the committee

will be to govern the curriculum articulation process.
Duties will include developing processes to determine the
components and priorities of the comprehensive program,
considering plans and proposals -for change, and implementing
~

selected changes.

•

Duties must include periodic evaluation

of the total program to insure the primary goals are being
meet (Eible

&

Zavarella, 1979, p. 86).
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Articulation Needs Assessment
As a curriculum articulation committee sets out to
perform the defined tasks, one of the first functions
will be to establish means to assess articulation practices
which currently exist within the school and the district
and evaluate the effectiveness of each practice.

This

will not be a simple task nor will a quick, immediate
solution exist since "articulation is not a single entity
and cannot be improved by a single device" (Brimm, 1977,
p. 35).

The complexity of the problems should be dissected

into their various facets and an analysis made "so they may
be rectified and prevented from occurring again" (Van Seiver,

1985, p. 107).

The committee will need to compile a list

of potential practices which help eliminate unnecessary
gaps in what should be a continuous educational process.
Research, observation, consultation, brainstorming and
other methods will need to be used in compiling such a
listing.

The nature of the principalship should enhance

these efforts since the principal usually utilizes many
of these methods in daily contacts with teachers, students
and the curriculum.

A substantial amount of professional

literature is devoted to,,.. identifying such practices and
~

the principal should be able to assist in synthesizing
these materials.

The faculty may wish to contribute
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additional practices they perceive as unique to their
situation.

From the list compiled, the articulation

committee should be able to develop a systematic needs
assessment plan (Brimm, 1977; Dunn & Dunn, 1986; Eible
&

Zavarella, 1979; McEvoy, 1987).
A systematic needs assessment will take time to

develop.

The principal must coordinate both time and

the available money to support the committee's efforts.
Substitute teachers may need to be employed to give committee
members released time to develop the plan or extended
contracts may need to be offered to provide necessary
time to complete the task.

Additional subcommittees may

be utilized to assist in segments of the task.

Widespread

involvement of the faculty should be considered if success
of the program is to occur.

Inservice and faculty meetings

should be scheduled to keep faculty members informed and
involved as developments take place (Kienapfel, 1984:
Van Seiver, 1985).
The primary purpose of the assessment plan is to
examine the effectiveness of existing articulation practices
and identify areas where improvements are needed.

The

assessment plan should s.pecify howrthe assessment will be
'?Jt'

administered, how the data will be analyzed, and how areas
where improvements are needed vdll be prioritized.
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Planning Improvements
Once the "assessment" process has systematically
identified various strengths and weaknesses in the
articulation process, the principal should extend recognition
and attention to those articulation practices presently
existing which are assets to the educational process.
Plans should insure that these practices are continued
as efforts are directed toward building upon these practices.
Effective planning will be a key to the successful implementation
of additional practices which enhance those which already
exist.

Tye and Tye (1984) indicated that "improvements •••

must be approached at a variety of points and with a
variety of strategies" (p. 321).

Usually, the planning

process will involve two primary aspects:

The changes

that are desired will need to be carefully planned through
research and adaption to meet the local needs.

Secondly,

staff development will need to be planned at various
points throughout the implementation continuum to insure
success,(Thompson

&

Cooley, 1984).

In order to effectively integrate these two aspects
of the planning process, a systems approach should be
developed.

There are many plans-which can be used to
•
~
guide the development of programs. Under a systems approach,
definite goals, objectives and organizational plans are
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established.

Both long and short term goals are considered.

Goals and objectives are then written in terms of measurable
results.
In coordinating the two aspects of planning under
a systems approach, timelines should be incorporated.:
"A timeline should be developed so that what will be
accomplished within a certain time can be measured" (Merenbloom,

1984, p. 32).

Timelines give direction to the comprehensive

plan, prioritize detailed planning and motivate efforts
toward completion of goals and objectives.

Use of timelines

govern emphasis so development of plans don't become bogged
down and breed resistance to change.

To meet each goal

and objective, timelines incorporate the scheduling of
activities, i.e. school visitations, inservice and staff
development meetings, classroom observations, curriculum
committee work, and conferences (Sparks, Nowakowski, Hall,
Alex, & Imrick, 1985, p. 50-60).

Such activities emerge

as part of any effective curriculum articulation program.
Some activities will require considerably more time than
others.

However, the amount of time required to complete

an activity has no bearing upon its importance to the
articulation process.
The person(s) responsible for completion of each
activity should be identified in the planning process.
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Through specifying the person(s) responsible for development
and leadership, widespread participation becomes incorporated
into the process.

Through involvement, teachers develop

shared responsibility in decision making governing change
and tend to intensify their efforts and commitment to making
the program succeed.

Each activity has its objectives and

timelines monitored as individuals work toward completion
of their assignment.

They tend to become aware of how

their assigned task fits into the total program.
Curriculum Guides and Textbooks
As goals, objectives and activities which foster
curriculum articulation are discussed and planned, few
educators will probably dispute Sawyer's (1976) contention
that "specifying what is to be taught is critical to the
success of a well articulated program" (p. 174).

As

discussions arise concerning this contention, the subject
of curriculum guides and textbooks is bound to emerge.
The principal should be prepared to address these issues.
Historically, teachers and principals have spent endless
hours laboriously writing and revising curriculum guides
as they attempt to develop and articulate curriculum (Brandt,

1986).

These guides have
,... been considered to be the

,;.,

"specifications" of the curriculum so all concerned may
know the scope and sequence of the curriculum.

Yet, recent
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research, particularly reports by English (1986) and
Goodlad (Tye & Tye, 1984) disclosed that teachers do not
use the curriculum guides in their day-to-day content
decisions.

Teachers have indicated they use their own

ideas, experiences and the textbooks in making their
daily content decisions (Tye & Tye, 1984, p. 320; English,

1986, p. 50).

The truth of such statements should demand

the attention of principal and faculty as plans for improving
curriculum articulation are undertaken.
The principal should conduct and coordinate inservice
and faculty meetings to discuss and clarify the status
of curriculum guides as they relate to the articulation
process.

Examination of existing.documents should occur

with focus on their format.

Staff development may be

necessary instructing teachers on how to write curriculum
guides that are usable and reliable indicators of what
actually occurs in the classroom.

The reasons teachers

cite for lack of their usage should be considered as the
documents are "overhauled."

Linkages should be made between

district goals and objectives, textbooks, standarized
tests and daily classroom activities.
guides aren't developed by accid-e.nt.
after school systems

•
,.
establish a

"Usable curriculum
They are produced

sound plan and set of

specifications for curriculum development" (English,

1986, p. 50).
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As principals conduct classroom observations and
teacher evaluations, closer attention should be given to
monitoring congruence between lesson plans and curriculum
guides as written.

The principal should insure that

locally planned and developed curriculum is governing the
teachers' daily activities.

Most theorists advocate local

control in planning curriculum and most educators remain
committed to that idea.

"It may be time for the principal,

supported by their faculties, to insist that their schools
deserve individual attention, that lumping all schools
together ••• is unproductive, irresponsible and a potentially
very dangerous practice" (Albrecht, 1984, p. 102).

The

textbook should not become a "surrogate curriculum."
When that does happen, "local control /J,f the curriculum]
is largely limited to the choices made by teachers and
administrators when textbooks are selected" (Maxwell,
1985, p. 68).
The planning process should designate selected subject
areas and/or programs for review and revision on a rotation
plan.

Kienapfel.(1984) indicates a five year cycle is

generally recommended. (p. 56)

District-wide department

meetings should be incorJ_)orated into the timeline to
f;tf

coincide with the rotation cycle.

The principal should

coordinate budget expenditures so they are linked to the
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curriculum review plan.

Textbook replacements should

coincide with this plan as well.

Thus, textbook replacement

could be governed by the needs of the curriculum plan.
Expenditures for released time and extended contracts
should be considered in coordinating this complex task,
too.

Teachers should not be expected to handle such an

important task as part of their instructional day (Maxwell,

1985; Kienapfel, 1984).
As the curriculum articulation committee proceeds
with the planning process, it must realize the impossibility
of doing justice to all aspects involved in articulating
curriculum in a single year.

Large-group concerns should

be planned involving all faculty members, while selected
goals and objectives could be developed by small groups
or individuals.

Thus, a variety of strategies and activities

occur in the building or district at the same time.

"One

single teacher can make a limited contribution to improved
articulation.

However, a program in which each teacher

in a building works on one or two different projects will
produce a real impact on the total program" (Brimm, 1977, p. 35).
Implementation of the Plan
Planned programs are of litt1e value if they are

•

developed on paper and never get implemented.

"It seems

that so much effort goes into the creation and planning
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of change that the implementation seems to be anticlimatic"
(Bradley, 1985, p. 137).

The principal should be the key

individual in assuring this anticlimatic effect doesn't
occur.

"The principal's unique contribution to

implementation lies not in 'how to do it' advice, but in
giving moral support to the staff and in creating an
organizational climate that gives the project legitimacy"
(Foshay, 1980, p. 174).
Planned programs should be supported by written
documents and those individuals responsible for their
implementation should receive a copy.

Inservice and staff

development should continue with intensity.

Participants

should be reminded that the implementation of the program
was the reason for all the planning and preparation since
the beginning.

A principal who displays and expresses

commitment and enthusiasm during implementation of the
planned program will have considerable influence on the
faculty's attitudes and perceptions.

"A staff will get

involved in a program which offers immediate, practical
payoff" (Daresh, 1984, p. 40).
The implementation stage will be where participants
experience the greatest amount of satisfaction or
~

disappointment.

•

The principal will need to monitor each

component of the program closely throughout this stage
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and be prepared to employ human relation skills as needs
arise.

The faculty's ego will need to be nurtured as

success or disappointment occur.

The principal must

remind his/her faculty that "the key elements that
contribute to successful implementation of planned change
in one district cannot be generalized to all districts"
(Garcia & Kessler, 1984, p. 42).

The principal must guard

against planned changes being branded a "failure" because
the local version failed to produce the desired results.
Rather, unsuccessful experimentation should be met with
aggressive efforts by the principal to assist in the
refinement or re-analysis of the concept to meet local
needs.

The principal, as instructional leader, must

insure planned change is given a chance.
Program Evaluation and Review
As assessment, planning and implementation of a
systematic program for curriculum articulation develop,
provisions for review and evaluation of the program and
its components must be carried out.

Well-planned programs

have objectives and goals built into them that have been
stated in measurable terms.

These serve as the criteria

for program evaluation ••
The principal, as instructional leader, must insure
evaluation occurs.

~.cD..

"No effective program will remain

if it is allowed to be static" (Sawyer, 1976, p. 176).
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Through leadership and guidance, positive attitudes and
philosophies toward evaluation must be developed.

Evaluation

must be viewed as a process for improvement of the instructional
program.

Determining strengths and weaknesses from the

collected data should be part of the evaluation,~rocess.
Feedback to participants should be given shortly after
evaluations occur.

From noted weaknesses, the process

for improvement evolves back to the beginning processes
and the program becomes a continuous cycle.

"Change agents

fear evaluation only when they don't follow the steps
outlined" (Bradley, 1985, p. 137).
Summary and Conclusions
Effective curriculum articulation has been identified
as a complex task which requires a continuous expenditure
of time and effort.

For this reason, development of

procedures and organizational structures which will govern
and effect curriculum articulation should be researched,
reviewed, and systematically organized.

It is hoped that

efforts to identify and implement the elements of a
comprehensive articulation program will help focus emphasis,
priority and interest on improving efforts (and reducing
concerns) in this area.

•
~

Employing;these practices in a

systematic, planned program should increase articulation.
The transition between subjects, grade levels, and schools
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should then be less fragmented and/or repetitious.
The administrative theory that the principal's
primary responsibility is instructional leadership needs
more emphasis and wider acceptance by the publics both
within and outside the school building.

Through the use

of various strategies and techniques suggested in the
identified stages of the articulation process, this concern
can be addressed through the actions and skills displayed
by the principal.

A principal can arrest many concerns

regarding efficiency, effectiveness and accountability by
providing the leadership needed to bring about a comprehensive
articulation program.

The goal of the principal in guiding

and supervising such a program is that "the whole staff
will become more self aware, self analytic, and self renewing
in an on-going process to improve educational programs"
(Nevi, 1986, p. 46).
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